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The former President of 
Nigeria (1999 to 2007), 
Olusegun Obasanjo, talks 
about the nation’s evolving 
transformation in this 
interview with Philip Zerrillo. 
Africa is quite an unknown continent 
for many people. What are some of the 
historical legacies and issues that have 
made Africa what it is today? 
Africa is a young continent that has been independent for just 
RYHU ÀYH GHFDGHV 7R XQGHUVWDQG$IULFD \RX QHHG WR ORRN EDFN 
DW LWV KLVWRU\ $IULFD ZDV FRORQLVHG E\ IRXU PDLQ FRORQLDO
SRZHUV %ULWDLQ )UDQFH 3RUWXJDO DQG 6SDLQ 7KH IOXUU\ RI 
LQGHSHQGHQFH VWDUWHGZLWK 6XGDQ LQ DQG E\ DOPRVW
DOOQDWLRQV LQFOXGLQJ1LJHULDZHUH LQGHSHQGHQW6RPHREWDLQHG
LQGHSHQGHQFH WKURXJK SURWHVWDWLRQ VRPH WKURXJK QHJRWLDWLRQ 
DQG VRPH WKURXJK FRQIOLFW %XW WKH SROLWLFDO HFRQRPLF DQG 
VRFLDO VLWXDWLRQ RI DOO WKHVH FRXQWULHV DW WKDW WLPH ZDV DERXW 
WKH VDPH 7KH FRXQWULHV WKDW ZHUH FDOOHG ¶PRGHUDWHV· ZHUH 
WKRVH ZLWKRXW UDGLFDO OHDGHUV DQG ZHUH NQRZQ DV WKH0RQURYLD 
*URXS ZKLOH WKH PRUH UDGLFDO RQHV ZHUH GXEEHG WKH 
&DVDEODQFD *URXS 7KDW ZDV WKH VLWXDWLRQ XQWLO WKH\ DOO PHW LQ 
 WR HVWDEOLVK D IRUPDO FRQWLQHQWZLGH RUJDQLVDWLRQ NQRZQ 
DV WKH2UJDQLVDWLRQ IRU $IULFDQ 8QLW\ 2$8
6R LI , KDYH WR VD\ ZKDW LV ULJKW ZLWK $IULFD , WKLQN LW 
ZRXOG EH WKH DELOLW\ RI RXU OHDGHUV WR IRUP D FRQWLQHQWZLGH
RUJDQLVDWLRQ LQ VSLWH RI WKHLU GLIIHUHQFHV DQG LQ VSLWH RI WKH 
SXVKDQGSXOORIRXU IRUPHUFRORQLDOPDVWHUV7KH2$8KHOSHG 
WR SURWHFW WKH WHUULWRULDO LQWHJULW\ RI LWV PHPEHU VWDWHV DQG 
NHHS DV VDFURVDQFW WKH ERXQGDULHV ZH LQKHULWHG IURP WKH 
FRORQLDO PDVWHUV
6R WKDW ZDV RQ WKH SROLWLFDO VLGH ,Q WHUPV RI HFRQRPLF
GHYHORSPHQW WKHVHZHUH DOVR WKHKH\GD\VRI WKH FDSLWDOLVWV DQG
VRFLDOLVWV+RZHYHUWKHUDGLFDOOHDGHUVVDZQRUHDVRQWRFRQWLQXH 
ZLWK WKHHFRQRPLFKHULWDJH WKH\KDG LQKHULWHG IURP WKHFRORQLDO
SRZHUV HVSHFLDOO\ZKHQ WKH\KDG WKHFKRLFH ,SHUVRQDOO\GRQ·W
EHOLHYH ZH ZHUH DQ\ EHWWHU ZKLFKHYHU ZD\ ZH ZHQW
If I have to say what is right with 
Africa, I think it would be the ability 
of our leaders to form a continent-
wide organisation, in spite of their 
differences, and in spite of the push 
and pull of our former colonial masters.
What has happened since those early 
days of independence? 
:HKDYH KDG D VSDWH RIPLOLWDU\ FRXSV 7KH IHHOLQJ DPRQJ WKH 
PLOLWDU\ HOLWHZDV WKDW WKH SROLWLFLDQVZHUH QRW GRLQJZHOO $QG 
WKDW ZDV DOVR RXU H[SHULHQFH LQ1LJHULD %XWZKLOH WKHPLOLWDU\ 
ZHUHZHOOPHDQLQJ WKH\ZHUH DOVRQDwYH0RUHRYHU WKHLU JRRG
LQWHQWLRQV GLG QRW ODVW WRR ORQJ EHIRUH WKH\ WRR IHOO LQWR WKH 
WUDSSLQJV RI SROLWLFV %XW ÀQDOO\ ZKHWKHU LW ZDV DPLOLWDU\ RU D 
RQHSDUW\ UHJLPHZH IRXQGRXW WKDW VRRQHURU ODWHU LQFRXQWULHV 
WKDW DUH YHU\ GLYHUVH LQ ODQJXDJH UDFH UHOLJLRQ DQG HFRQRPLF
GLVSDULW\ GHPRFUDF\ UHPDLQV WKH EHVW IRUP RI JRYHUQPHQW WR 
GHDO ZLWK LQQHU FRQWHVWDWLRQV
6R ZKHQ ZH FDPH WR WKH VW FHQWXU\ ZH KDG IRXU 
WKLQJV JRLQJ WKDW ZHUH YHU\ LPSRUWDQW IRU $IULFD2QH IRU WKH 
ILUVW WLPH ZH ZHUH SDUWLFLSDWLQJ LQ D JOREDO 81GHYLVHG 
SURJUDPPH WKH 0LOOHQQLXP 'HYHORSPHQW *RDOV ZKLFK VHW 
WDUJHWV IRU YDULRXV FKDOOHQJHV VXFK DV WKH HUDGLFDWLRQ RI 
H[WUHPH SRYHUW\ 6HFRQG WKH $IULFDQ OHDGHUV FDPH
WRJHWKHU DQG UHFRJQLVHG WKH QHHG WR WUDQVIRUP IURP WKH
2$8 WR WKH $IULFDQ 8QLRQ $8 7KLV ZDV D PDUNHGO\
GLIIHUHQW FRQVWLWXWLRQDO DFW IURP WKH 2$8 FKDUWHU DQG 
ZDV H[SHFWHG WR DFFHOHUDWH XQLW\ DQG FRRSHUDWLRQ DPRQJ 
WKH PHPEHU VWDWHV 7KLUG IRU WKH ILUVW WLPH WKH $8 KDG D 
FRQWLQHQWDO SURJUDPPH NQRZQ DV WKH 1HZ 3DUWQHUVKLS IRU 
$IULFD·V 'HYHORSPHQW 7KLV ZDV D VWUDWHJLF IUDPHZRUN IRU 
SDQ$IULFDQ VRFLRHFRQRPLF GHYHORSPHQW DQG VRPHWKLQJ ZH 
KDG QHYHU KDG EHIRUH 7KHUH ZDV DOVR D IRXUWK LQLWLDWLYH WKH 
$IULFDQ 3HHU 5HYLHZ 0HFKDQLVP ZKLFK ZDV D YROXQWDU\ VHOI
DVVHVVPHQW WRRO DQG PHDQW WKDW ZH FRXOG GHFLGH RXUVHOYHV LI 
ZKDW ZH DUH GRLQJ LV ULJKW RU ZURQJ
7HQ \HDUV LQWR WKH VW FHQWXU\ WKH Economist 
PDJD]LQH FDPH RXW ZLWK D EDQQHU KHDGOLQH ¶$IULFD 5LVLQJ· 
, GR QRW WKLQNZH DUH ULVLQJ DVPXFK DV VD\ WKH$VLDQ7LJHUV 
EXW ZH KDYH VWDUWHG ZDNLQJ XS IURP RXU VOXPEHU $QG ZKDW 
KDV PDGH $IULFD JHW WR ZKHUH ZH DUH" 7KH DQVZHU LV WKH 
UHIRUP DQG WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV WKDW KDYH WDNHQ SODFH LQ DOO 
RXU FRXQWULHV SDUWLFXODUO\ WKRVH WKDW DUH UHODWHG WR SUR 
GHPRFUDF\ DQG JRRG JRYHUQDQFH 6RPH RI RXU HOHFWLRQV
ZHUH GLVSXWHG EXW , EHOLHYH D GLVSXWHG HOHFWLRQ UHVXOW LV VWLOO 
EHWWHU WKDQ QR HOHFWLRQ DW DOO 6RFLDO UHIRUP KHDOWKFDUH 
UHIRUP DQG HGXFDWLRQ UHIRUP WKHVH DUH WKH WKLQJV ZH DUH 
ZRUNLQJRQDQGKDYHPDGH LPSURYHPHQWV LQZKDWZHGRZKHUH 
ZH DUH DQG ZKHUH ZH DUH JRLQJ
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Coming specifically to Nigeria, what 
changes took place after independence? 
$W LQGHSHQGHQFH LQ  ZH KDG WKUHH SROLWLFDO UHJLRQV 
ZKLFKZHUHYHU\ ORSVLGHG:HGLGQRWKDYHDQ\ LQGXVWU\DVVXFK
7KH ILUVW WKLQJ ZH QHHGHG WR GR ZDV VRPHWKLQJ DERXW WKRVH 
WKUHH UHJLRQV EXW ZH GLGQ·W $V RXU SROLWLFDO SDUWLHV ZHUH 
DOVR UHJLRQDOO\ EDVHG LWPDGH LW DOO WKHPRUH GLIÀFXOW IRU WKHP 
WR FRPH WRJHWKHU 7KH  FHQVXV IRU H[DPSOH ZDV 
SUREOHPDWLF EHFDXVH ZH FRXOGQ·W HYHQ DJUHH RQ WKH VL]H RI 
RXUSRSXODWLRQ7KHQ LQ ULRWVEURNHRXW DQG WKHPLOLWDU\ 
ZDV FDOOHG XSRQ WR HQG WKHP 7KH QHSRWLVP FRUUXSWLRQ DQG 
ODFN RI JRRG JRYHUQDQFH DW WKH FHQWUH OHG WR D FRXS LQ  
DQG WKDW ZDV QR JRRG IRU XV 8QWLO WKHQ ZH KDG DQ RQJRLQJ 
QDWLRQDO HFRQRPLF GHYHORSPHQW SODQ %XW WKH VHULHV RI FRXSV 
DQG FLYLO GLVWXUEDQFH LVVXHV GLYHUWHG RXU DWWHQWLRQ IURP 
WKH HFRQRP\ WR IRFXVLQJ RQ VHFXULW\ DQG KROGLQJ WKH 
FRXQWU\ WRJHWKHU
,Q  ZH HQGHG WKH FLYLO ZDU DQG VWDUWHG WKLQNLQJ 
RI D VHFRQG HFRQRPLF GHYHORSPHQW SODQ :KDW ZDV GLIIHUHQW 
LQ WKH  SODQ ZDV WKDW LW UHDOO\ WRRN RXU VRFLRHFRQRPLF
GHYHORSPHQW IDU PRUH VHULRXVO\ WKDQ WKH ILUVW SODQ ,W ZDV
WKH ILUVW WLPH ZH KDG VSRNHQ RI IUHH HGXFDWLRQ QDWLRQZLGH
7KHQ LQ  WKHUH ZDV DQRWKHU FRXS DQG ZKHQ WKDW HQGHG 
LQ  ZH HVWDEOLVKHG GHPRFUDF\ %XW WKHUHDIWHU RQFH 
DJDLQ QRW PXFK DWWHQWLRQ ZDV SDLG WR HFRQRPLF DQG VRFLDO 
SURJUHVV 3ULPDU\ HGXFDWLRQ DQG SULPDU\ KHDOWKZHUH VWRSSHG
+RZHYHU GXULQJ WKLV WLPH  VWDWHV ZHUH FUHDWHG RXW RI WKH 
IRXU UHJLRQV DQG WKDW SUHYHQWHG WKH SROLWLFDO DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ 
IURP EHFRPLQJ ORSVLGHG %XW IURP  WR  WKH \HDU 
, ZDV HOHFWHG SUHVLGHQW LW ZDV OLNH SOD\LQJ SROLWLFDO PXVLFDO 
FKDLUV $V D UHVXOW QR RQH KDG WKH WLPH WR ORRN DW WKH 
HFRQRPLF DQG VRFLDO LVVXHV ZKLFK VKRXOG KDYH EHHQ WKH NH\ 
RFFXSDWLRQRIWKH JRYHUQPHQW
Your term in office was characterised by 
a commitment to economic and political 
reform. Nigeria’s average economic 
growth rate doubled to six percent, and 
foreign reserves rose to US$45 billion in 
2007 from US$3.7 billion in 1999. How has 
the country progressed since then?
'XULQJ P\ WHUP DV 3UHVLGHQW ZH ZHUH DEOH WR EXLOG XS 
HQRXJK IRUHLJQ H[FKDQJH UHVHUYHV WR SD\ RII 86 ELOOLRQ 
RI GHEW OHDYLQJ WKH FRXQWU\ DOPRVW GHEWIUHH +RZHYHU IURP 
 XQWLO WKH SUHVHQW RQFH DJDLQ ZH KDYH QRW SURJUHVVHG
7RWDO UHVHUYHVFXUUHQWO\ VLWVZHOOEHORZ86ELOOLRQ$QGQRZ 
WKH UDLQ\GD\KDVFRPH DQGZHGRQRWKDYHDQ\XPEUHOOD DERYH 
RXUKHDG WRSURWHFWXV1HYHUWKHOHVVZHKDYHEHHQDEOH WRPRYH
SROLWLFDOO\IURPRQHUHJLPHWRDQRWKHUSHDFHIXOO\DQGZLWKRXWDQ\
LQFLGHQW DQG ZH KDYH EHHQ DEOH WR VXVWDLQ GHPRFUDF\ DQG WKH 
UXOH RI ODZ
What do you consider to be Nigeria’s 
greatest concern today?
<RXWK XQHPSOR\PHQW 7KH 1DWLRQDO <RXWK 6HUYLFH &RUSV 
LV DQ RUJDQLVDWLRQ VHW XS E\ WKH JRYHUQPHQW WR LQVWLO 
YDOXHV LQ WKH FRXQWU\·V JUDGXDWHV DQG LQYROYH WKHP LQ WKH
GHYHORSPHQW RI WKH FRXQWU\ 'HVSLWH WKH VKRUWFRPLQJV RI WKH
1LJHULDQ JRYHUQPHQW DQG WKH IUDLOW\ RI SXEOLF FRQÀGHQFH LQ LWV
LQVWLWXWLRQV WKH FRQVHQVXV DPRQJ OHDGHUVKLS LV WKDW \RXWK DUH 
WKH SULPDU\ GULYHUV RI1LJHULD·V UHOLDELOLW\ DQG FRPSHWLWLYHQHVV 
JLYHQ WKHH[LJHQFLHVRI WKHJOREDO HFRQRP\ ,Q IDFW ,SHUVRQDOO\
IHHO YHU\ VWURQJO\ WKDWRXU \RXWKDUHQRWPHUHO\RXU VXFFHVVRUV 
EXW DVVHWV WKDW ZHPXVW XWLOLVH DQG ZLWKRXW ZKRPZH ZLOO QRW 
EH DEOH WR SURJUHVV %XW WRGD\ \RXWK XQHPSOR\PHQW LV PRUH
WKDQSHUFHQW7KDW·V OLNH VLWWLQJRQDJXQSRZGHUNHJ$QG LI 
WKDW LVEDG LQ D FRXQWU\RIRYHUPLOOLRQ WU\ WR LPDJLQHKRZ
GDXQWLQJ LWZLOO EH LIZH VWLOO KDYHRYHUSHUFHQWXQHPSOR\HG 
LQ  ZKHQ ZH DUH H[SHFWHG WR WRXFK PLOOLRQ"
2Q WKH HYHRI WKHVW FHQWXU\ WKH:RUOG%DQNSXEOLVKHG
D UHSRUW QRWLQJ WKDWZKLOH WKHSROLWLFDO VLWXDWLRQ LQ1LJHULD KDG
LPSURYHG WKHUHZDV D QHHG WR LPSURYH RQ GLPHQVLRQV VXFK DV
HTXLWDEOH GLVWULEXWLRQ LQFOXVLYLW\ IDLUQHVV MXVWLFH DQG VWDWH 
VHFXULW\,KDYHWKUHHWKRXJKWVRQZKDWLVUHTXLUHGWRUHDOLVHWKLV
DQ\ SROLF\ LQWURGXFHG PXVW FRPSOHPHQW \RXWK HPSRZHUPHQW 
DQGHPSOR\PHQWMRLQWVHFXULW\RSHUDWLRQVDVZHOODVGHPRFUDWLVH
WKHVH SURFHVVHV DQG SURPRWH JRYHUQDQFH
What does Africa, and Nigeria in particular, 
need to focus on today to build a better 
tomorrow? 
7KH $8 QHHGV WR EH VWURQJHU :H QHHG OHDGHUV ZLWKLQ WKH 
$8 WKDW FDQ UHDOO\ VWDQGRQ WKHLU RZQ%XW WKH$8QHHGV WREH 
VWURQJQRWRQO\SROLWLFDOO\DQGPLOLWDU\ZLVHEXWDOVRÀQDQFLDOO\
7RGD\ WKH FRQWULEXWLRQV RI PHPEHU VWDWHV GR QRW HYHQ FRYHU 
WKH H[SHQVHV RI WKH KHDG RIÀFH
:H PXVW DOVR KDYH HFRQRPLF LQWHJUDWLRQ LQ $IULFD DQG
WKDWZLOO UHVXOW LQ LWVSROLWLFDO LQWHJUDWLRQ$IULFDKDVSHRSOH DQG 
UDZPDWHULDOV VRZKDW LW UHDOO\QHHGV IRUHFRQRPLFGHYHORSPHQW
DUH WZR WKLQJVHGXFDWLRQDQG OHDGHUVKLS ,I \RXKDYHHGXFDWLRQ
EXW SRRU OHDGHUVKLS \RX ZRQ·W JHW IDU $QG VLPLODUO\ LI \RX 
KDYH JRRG OHDGHUVKLS EXW WKH SHRSOH DUH QRW HGXFDWHG DQG 
DUPHGZLWK VNLOOV \RXZRQ·W JHW IDU HLWKHU/RRN DW 6LQJDSRUH
:KDW KDV PDGH WKLV FRXQWU\" ,W KDV QR UHVRXUFHV WR VSHDN RI 
8
If you have education, 
but poor leadership, 
you won’t get far. And 
similarly, if you have 
good leadership, but 
the people are not 
educated and armed 
with skills, you won’t  
get far either.
EXW LW GRHV KDYH HGXFDWLRQ DQG OHDGHUVKLSZKLFK OHG WR LWV VXFFHVV $QG WKDW LV ZK\ 
, VD\ WKH WZRPXVW JR WRJHWKHU
1LJHULD LV SDUW RI WKH (FRQRPLF &RPPXQLW\ RI:HVW $IULFDQ 6WDWHV ZKLFK LV D 
PHPEHU UHJLRQDO JURXS WKDW SURPRWHV HFRQRPLF LQWHJUDWLRQ ,W LV D VLQJOH ODUJH 
WUDGLQJ EORF ZLWK IUHHPRYHPHQW RI SHRSOH DQG JRRGVPDNLQJ LW HDV\ IRU EXVLQHVVHV 
LQ1LJHULDWRDFFHVVDOPRVWPLOOLRQ:HVW $IULFDQV
,I , ORRN DW ZKDW 1LJHULD QHHGV WRGD\ WKHUH DUH VRPH NH\ EXLOGLQJ EORFNV 
UHGXFLQJ XQHPSOR\PHQW GHYHORSLQJ KHDOWK DQG HGXFDWLRQ DGYDQFHPHQW RI ZRPHQ 
DQG JHWWLQJ ULG RI UHOLJLRXV DQG FXOWXUDO KLQGUDQFHV 3URYLGLQJ HPSOR\PHQW 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV LV YHU\ LPSRUWDQW EXW ZRPHQ·V HGXFDWLRQ LV DOVR D PXVW RWKHUZLVH
 SHUFHQW RI RXU SRSXODWLRQ LV EHLQJ H[FOXGHG IURP WKH PDLQVWUHDP 7KHUH·V D 
JUHDW VD\LQJ ´:KHQ \RX HGXFDWH D JLUO \RX HGXFDWH WKH ZKROH IDPLO\µ $OVR WKH 
EHVW IRUP RI IDPLO\ SODQQLQJ LV ZRPHQ·V HGXFDWLRQ 6R WKDW LV VRPHWKLQJ ZH PXVW 
WDNH YHU\ VHULRXVO\ DQG LW GRHVQ·W WDNHPXFK WR GR ,I \RX JLYH HYHU\ FKLOGPDOH DQG 
IHPDOH QLQH \HDUV RI EDVLF HGXFDWLRQ \RX ZRXOG KDYH DFKLHYHG WKLV
$V IRU KHDOWK EDVLF KHDOWKFDUH LV WKH HDVLHVW ZD\ WR GHDO ZLWK WKLV ,I WKDW LV 
JRRG KRZ PDQ\ SHRSOH ZLOO UHTXLUH VSHFLDOLVWV" , EHOLHYH WKH SURYLVLRQ RI 
IUHH PHGLFDO VHUYLFHV WR DOO SUHJQDQW ZRPHQ DQG FKLOGUHQ XQGHU WKH DJH RI ÀYH LV D 
PXVW 6R LI \RX GHDO ZLWK WKLV DV ZHOO DV HGXFDWLRQ \RX ZLOO KDYH D KHDOWK\ DQG 
HGXFDWHG SRSXODWLRQ RI SHRSOH ZKR DUH DOUHDG\ HPSRZHUHG WR IHQG UHDVRQDEO\ ZHOO 
IRUWKHPVHOYHV$QGLIWKHQ\RXHQFRXUDJHGRPHVWLFDQGIRUHLJQLQYHVWPHQWSDUWLFXODUO\ 
LQ WKH DUHD RI DJULEXVLQHVV \RXU MRE LV GRQH
1LJHULD KDV DW OHDVW  WULEHV DQG WZRPDMRU UHOLJLRQV 7KH ÀUVW SRLQW D OHDGHU 
PXVW XQGHUVWDQG DQG DFFHSW LV WKDW GLYHUVLW\ E\ LWVHOI LV QDWXUDO $QG WKH VHFRQG 
WKLQJ LV WKDW LI LW LV QDWXUDO WKHQ \RX PXVW DFFRPPRGDWH WKH LQWHUHVWV RI DOO RI WKH 
GLYHUVH FRPSOHPHQWV RI SHRSOH \RX DUH PDQDJLQJ $QG ZKHUH WR VWDUW LV \RXU RZQ 
RIÀFH6R LQP\RIÀFH \RXZLOO ÀQGRQO\RQHRU WZRSHRSOHRXWRI WHQ IURPP\ WULEH 
,W LV WKXV DPXVW WRPDNH HYHU\ WULEH IHHO WKDW WKH\ KDYH D VWDNH DQG IHHO LPSRUWDQW 
,W·V QRPRUH WKDQ WKDW UHDOO\
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